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When schools welcome newcomer families and collaborate 
with them in ways that respect and value their cultures, 
languages, assets, aspirations, and needs, the entire 
community is enriched. This chapter discusses the diversity 
among newcomer families, as well as potential barriers to 
school-family partnerships and ways to overcome those 
barriers. It also describes essential components of strong 
family engagement, characteristics of quality programs, 
and examples of effective, collaborative, sustained, and 
supportive partnerships with newcomer families.

As discussed in Chapter 1 of this toolkit, people leave their countries of origin for a variety of reasons. 

Newcomer families want their children to thrive in school and reach their full potential. They want their 
children to graduate from high school and take advantage of college and career options. These families 
understand the value of educational assets in a global society and expect their children to leverage those assets 

families indicated on national surveys education as the issue of 
greatest importance.1 

Newcomer families bring strengths and assets that manifest in their 

be harnessed in developing partnerships among schools, families, 
and communities. Although backgrounds of some newcomer families 
may also include traumatic and adverse experiences, well-resourced 
and stable environments, such as schools, can contribute to building 
children’s strengths and talents and support positive educational 
outcomes.  It is, therefore, essential that schools partner with 
families to create environments that best facilitate their children’s 
emotional and academic development.

Highly successful schools spend time with families during the enrollment process to build trust and establish 
an understanding of engagement expectations for families. Such schools regularly communicate with families 

1 English language learners: What you need to know.
Partnering with newcomer families: Strategies for working across language and cultural differences to make 

families feel at home in new schools.
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information on how to support their children’s learning and 
development as these families adapt to a new culture and, in many 
cases, a new language.3

It is important to remember that not all students arrive with 
their parents: some arrive alone, some stay with relatives, and 
others may be in foster homes or with a sponsor. When enrolling 
newcomers, the school should identify who is responsible for the 
students and work with families to determine their children’s 

?
•
•
•

As parents and guardians of school-age children, newcomer families have certain rights. It is very important 

or making phone calls. For example, Title I of ESEA requires that school districts communicate to parents 
assessment results on statewide assessments in an understandable format and, to the extent practicable, in a 

Schools and districts should consider providing information to newcomer families about the following topics:

their citizenship or immigration status, are able to access free, public school education in the school 
district where they live.

3 Schools to learn from: How 
six high schools graduate English language learners college and career ready. 
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 Which documentation is required for school enrollment and which documentation is not necessary: For 
example, families may need to provide immunization records and proof of their address, but schools 
cannot ask for proof of citizenship status or a parent’s Social Security card.

 

 Access to and eligibility of their children for language support services and families’ ability to decline 
these services.

 
Rehabilitation Act 
education, which includes disability-related services. The IDEA,
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964
needs language assistance services and as a student with a disability, the school must offer language 
assistance and disability-related services to the student at the same time. Disability evaluations may 

the reason for determining that the child has a disability. 

 

learning opportunities. Schools should provide newcomer families with information about the 
requirements necessary to access these programs.

 
necessary to participate in school.

 How children, including students with disabilities, can participate in school-based programs and 
activities offered before, during, and after school, such as performing and visual arts, sports, clubs, and 
honor societies.

 Safety at school for their children: School staff, teachers, and other students cannot bully or threaten a 
child. For example, students or teachers cannot injure a child or destroy his or her property.

 Teachers and school staff cannot discriminate against or harass a child based on any reason, such as:
 Wearing ethnic or religious clothes,

 Being from another country,

 
 Having a disability, or

 A child’s sex and/or gender identity. 

 Their children’s right to express their religious beliefs: This includes wearing religious clothing and 

 Their children’s eligibility for child nutrition programs, such as the National School Lunch Program, that 
may offer free and reduced-price meals to children most in need.4

4 https://www.fns.
usda.gov/nslp
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One way to engage newcomer families is to identify students who may qualify for language assistance services. 

independently. There is, therefore, a great deal of variation in 
these instruments across and even within states. However, the HLS 

Additional questions about a student’s language exposure and 

students requiring language assistance services are accurately 

To obtain accurate information, schools may need to reassure 
parents that the HLS is used solely to offer appropriate educational 

decline the program or particular language assistance services in the program.

partner and share responsibility for improving student achievement and performance. The Dual Capacity-

partnerships. The main idea behind this model is that to create and sustain partnerships, educational 
institutions should build capacity in their staff and families, as well as create conditions and program goals that 

Framework.

conditions that should be created to facilitate and sustain family engagement. These conditions are divided 
into two groups—process and organizational. Process conditions outline the processes that must take place 
for fruitful partnerships. For example, school-family partnerships must be linked to learning, meaning that 
activities aimed to engage families must be centered around academic and developmental goals for students. 
They must also be relational and focus on building trust between families and schools. Organizational 
conditions must be systemic, integrated, and sustained. Among other things, the framework recommends 
that capacity-building efforts for family engagement must be integrated into activities such as training and 
professional development for educators and administrators.

Partners in education: A dual capacity-building framework for family-school partnerships. Southwest 
https://sedl.org/pubs/framework/
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Figure 5.1. Components of the Dual Capacity-Building Framework

Policy and program goals must also be re-oriented to build and sustain successful partnerships. The framework 
points out that often schools and districts focus solely on providing families with training and workshops on 
how to engage in their children’s education, which may create tension between schools and families by placing 

staff and families by following the four components of capabilities, connections, and cognition. 
Within the capabilities component, school staff must recognize the funds of knowledge of newcomer ML 
families, while families need to become knowledgeable about the U.S. school system and develop advocacy 
skills. The connections component emphasizes building relationships between not only schools and families, 
but also among families, as well as establishing connections to community organizations and agencies. The 
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the partnership. Within the cognition component, it is necessary for 
staff to value family partnerships and for families to view themselves 
as valuable contributors to their children’s education.

As a result of enhanced capacity on the part of schools and families, 
positive outcomes can be achieved. Staff should be able to recognize 
and respect families’ knowledge, experiences, skills, and various forms 

appropriate for all stakeholders and lead to improved developmental 
and academic outcomes. The outcomes for families include comfort in 

roles include supporters, encouragers, monitors, models, advocates, decision-makers, and collaborators. 

While the Dual Capacity-Building Framework is not a blueprint for engagement initiatives, if it is designed and 

effective partnerships that support efforts to boost student achievement and improve schools.

The culture of U.S. schools and the expectations for family engagement may be new to some newcomer families. 
In their home countries some families may not have collaborated with schools closely and actively because such 
action may have been viewed as interfering with professionals. In the 
United States, on the other hand, family engagement is often expected to 
be explicitly school-based and visible to educators, such as volunteering 
in the classroom or regularly initiating contact with teachers.7

For example, families of children in U.S. schools are encouraged to

persistence, and active participation in learning and school 

Collaborate, volunteer, and engage in decision-making to improve the quality of the school.

Schools should develop strategies to explicitly communicate about and facilitate collaboration with newcomer 
families. In addition, families may need support in building their capacity to engage productively in school-
family partnerships.8

Partners in education: A dual capacity-building framework for family-school partnerships. Southwest 
https://sedl.org/pubs/framework/

7 . Middle 
School Journal, 52
8 Partners in education: A dual capacity-building framework for family-school partnerships. Southwest 

community/partners-education.pdf
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that focus on student achievement and school improvement, shared responsibility, trust building, and 
respectful home-school relationships.

Schools may need to explicitly reach out to newcomer families to establish and support two-way communication. 
Newcomer families need to know that their voices count, and they need to learn how to be heard in the 
school. The school can link parents to adult education opportunities, as well as social and cultural resources. 
School leaders can organize family engagement events that improve the newcomer’s transition, taking into 
consideration the multiple challenges and opportunities newcomer students and their families may be 
experiencing in the United States. When parents come to the school for events such as student performances and 

explain how they can be used to support children’s academic, social, emotional, and mental health needs. Schools 
should also encourage families to avail themselves of community resources that are free and open to all.

Transportation, busy work schedules, childcare, racism, or intimidation based on legal status may be challenges 
to parent engagement.  Other factors can also hinder parents’ full participation in their child’s education. Some 

increased immigrant family engagement in their children’s education. 

Schools should carefully and respectfully offer suggestions about supports available to help families with 
sensitive issues such as trauma, domestic violence, health, nutrition, food, social support, and disability. An 
understanding of the values and cultural norms of the newcomer will help schools become effective resource 
brokers and help families thrive.

11

teachers perceived minority families, such as Hispanic and Asian, as less involved in their children’s education. 
Teachers also perceived families from lower socioeconomic backgrounds as less engaged. The results of 

Students whose families are perceived by teachers as disengaged or not involved in their children’s education 

Teachers are also less likely to recommend for honors or advanced coursework and academic honors those 
students whose families they believe to be less engaged than their peers with similar academic performance. 

While schools may need to support newcomer families in taking an active role in their children’s education, 
they should also learn about, acknowledge, and value the less visible support that families provide to their 
children outside of school. Schools and districts may consider addressing racial, ethnic, and cultural stereotypes 
that may exist in their educational communities.

The importance of family-school-
community collaborations. School Community Journal, 27

Promoting ELL parental involvement: Challenges in contested times [Policy brief]. Arizona 

11 How far can the apple fall? Differences in teacher perceptions of minority and immigrant parents and 
their impact on academic outcomes. Social Science Research, 74,
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High-quality newcomer family engagement programs start with attention to the strengths and needs of families 
who send their children to school and aim to empower families with the knowledge and skills they need 
to support their children’s academic success. When schools empower families, they can maximize learning 
not only at school, but also outside of school hours, where students spend most of their time.  As part of 
empowering newcomer families, schools should encourage families to ask questions and seek information 
about a variety of topics regarding the U.S. educational system, including families’ rights that are discussed 
earlier in this chapter. These topics may include the following:

 

 School policies
 Attendance
Uniforms

 Absences
 Homework

 
 Tutoring
 Advanced, honors, and International Baccalaureate® courses
 Language assistance programs/language instruction 
educational programs

 Disability-related services
 Individualized instructional plans
 
 Dual language/bilingual programs
 Online/distance/virtual learning
 Summer intersession programs
 Before- and after-school care programs
 Access to devices and internet

 
School clubs and after-school activities

 Sports/art/music/theater programs

 Health and safety 
 Bullying policies
 Policies against discrimination
 
 Social and emotional well-being/mental health
 Access to affordable medical and dental services
 Nutritional services
 Medications and nutritional/medical accommodations

Promoting ELL parental involvement: Challenges in contested times [Policy brief]. 

Family involvement in elementary school children’s education. U.S. 
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For more information on social, emotional, and mental health support for newcomers and their families, please 
refer to Chapter 3 of this toolkit.

continuous improvement efforts.

Processes Strategies

Collaboration  

 Bring newcomer families and staff together to co-construct meaningful communications and 

families.

 Encourage and help parents develop leadership skills to participate in decision-making 

 

careers.  

Capacity 
Development

 

 

newcomers and encourage an asset orientation.
 

 

can engage in academic activities together.

Assets 
Orientation

 

 

visible at the school.
 

children’s education.
 

 Partners in education: A dual capacity-building framework for family-school partnerships. Southwest 

 
Partners in education: A dual capacity-building framework for family-school partnerships. Southwest 
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Processes Strategies

Multi-Modal 
Communications 
and Supports

Ensure that language supports are available for all educational communications and activities.

language supports to encourage newcomer families to voice their concerns and ideas to inform 
school planning.

internet.

district resources and information.

Continuous 
Improvement families opportunities to enrich the 

their personal and cultural assets.

assess the impact of policies and practices 
on newcomers.

perspectives to promote cross-cultural
understanding and strengthen their 

graduation and the relative advantages of the options available 
to high school students.
developing the knowledge and skills to advocate for their child’s 

Partners in education: A dual capacity-building framework for family-school partnerships. Southwest 

 English learners in secondary schools: Trajectories, transition 
points, and promising practices https://ncela.ed.gov/
Webinars English Learners in secondary schools: Trajectories, 
transition points, and promising practices, parts I & II 
https://ncela.ed.gov/resources/oela-resources/podcasts
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topics in their newcomer family education programs. In addition, schools can support families and newcomers 
by developing individual graduation plans that are regularly reviewed with counselors to ensure that students 
are on track to graduate from high school ready for college and careers.

•

•

•

•

•

When designing family engagement programs for newcomers, schools may wish to consider these three goals 
for family participation:
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1. Academic Success: Strengthen newcomer families’ capacity to support academic achievement by 
increasing their awareness of instructional programs and ways they can support their child’s learning.

2. Advocacy and Decision-Making: Strengthen families’ understanding of how to advocate for their child 
and how to participate in decisions to improve learning for their child and for others in the school

3. Awareness and Use of Resources: Strengthen families’ awareness of resources available in the school 
and community and how to access these resources to support their family’s well-being and their own 
personal growth.

Family centers provide valuable tools for engaging and supporting newcomer students’ families. A thoughtfully 
designed center can do the following things:

A family center can provide a welcoming place within the school for all families. Families should be informed 
about the center and its purpose. They need to know that it is a place they can get information about the 
school and the community, feel safe asking questions, and meet 
other families. Those who staff the center—usually a parent 
coordinator or volunteer—should be informed about the special 
needs of newcomer families and ways the center can make 
newcomer families feel welcome and comfortable. Immigrant 
families and interpreters should be part of the center staff.

The family center staff can introduce newcomer families to the 
center and provide orientation materials, such as a fact sheet 
about the school. Families should be informed that centers 
are places where parents can gather to learn, share resources about external and internal opportunities for 
learning, exchange expertise, and connect with school and community resources. Family centers should provide 
up-to-date information about employment opportunities, medical and dental services, food and nutrition 
assistance programs, and citizenship applications. Family centers often offer a variety of classes, based on 
families’ needs and interests.

Family centers can help identify learning opportunities at home and help families take advantage of museums, 
libraries, parks, and other resources in the community. Centers often sponsor classes to introduce families 
with young children to early literacy activities in the language the family feels most comfortable speaking. The 

to new perspectives. Staff in the center may model and teach questioning and engagement strategies that 
families can use to facilitate their children’s learning at home. Families should be encouraged to monitor their 

do so in the children’s home language. Finally, centers should make sure that translators are present, so they 
can translate the information in families’ home languages.
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information about the disability or disabilities of the child, early intervention services, school services, therapy, 

are designed to reach underserved children with disabilities, including those who are MLs. Having a child with 
a disability may carry a cultural stigma for some newcomers, and family resource centers can provide supports 
and help families navigate the special education process within the U.S. school system.

17 Center staff should be aware of newcomer families’ access, skills, and 
attitudes related to technology:

The main reason some families do not have home 
computers or internet access is because they cannot 
afford it.

Parents use the internet for a broad range of purposes, 
but mobile-only families are less likely to do certain 
online activities.

Children from low- and moderate-income families use 
computers and the internet for a variety of educational 
activities, but those without home access are less likely to 
go online to pursue their interests.

Families feel largely positive about the internet and 
digital technology, but many also have concerns about 
inappropriate content online, distractions from important 
activities, online bullying, and the possibility that 
classroom technology might be a distraction that hurts 
children’s education.

Children and parents frequently learn with and about 
technology together, especially in families with the lowest 
incomes and where parents have less formal education.

Family centers can be good places to build meaningful and equitable digital skills and connections for all 

district promotes the program to families and how programs respond to parents’ needs and concerns—is also 
critical to maintaining families’ trust.

In schools without family centers, teachers and administrators may wish to explore other practical and easily 
accessible and sustainable places to support families’ digital use. For example, partnerships with libraries and 
public-private ventures may help families gain access to the internet or to devices that are pre-loaded with 

17 Opportunity for all? Technology and learning in lower-income families
Sesame Workshop.
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should be mindful of newcomer families’ capabilities with technology prior to adopting new platforms and 
tools.18 

with training and support in using technology, as well as assistance in accessing devices and a reliable internet 
connection.

families. These resources may spark ideas for your school. See the second schoolwide tool at the end of this 

These examples demonstrate a wide range of approaches schools, districts, and communities can take to 
engage newcomer families. Use them to help your school staff gain insight and inspiration.

Example 1: Engaging Families in Decision-Making (California). A quarter of the students in the Alhambra 

parts of the world. The district engaged families in decision-making as part of a Safe Schools/Healthy Students 

education and health issues. To this end, the SS/HS Initiative created an ethnically diverse parent advisory 
board to provide a forum for family concerns. SS/HS staff worked with the schools to identify a variety 

and communication material is translated into Cantonese, Spanish, and Vietnamese, and at every meeting, 
translations of speakers’ comments are provided via headphones.

Example 2: Family Resources at Franklin-McKinley School District (California) . 

These include parent workshops and support, immigration services and resources, anti-bullying information, 

among other things, provides families with resources for basic needs, such as clothing, food distribution, school 
supplies, adult education, etc. 

Example 3: Family Resources at South Gate High School (California).
a predominantly Latina/o student population. The school website contains a section dedicated entirely to 
family resources. They include a request for technology help, mental health support resources, information 
about family workshops, and a link to the district Parent Portal and other resources. Almost all information, 

18 Engaging English learner communities and families through distance 
learning
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Example 4: Immigrant Services at Newcomer Community Service Center (Washington, D.C.). The 

the Indochinese Community Center, NCSC uses the following strategies to achieve its mission:

 

 Helping refugees and immigrants maintain their legal immigration status

 Communicating to public and private agencies about newcomers’ needs for education, health, 
employment, and other services  

 

The center offers to newcomer immigrants services in the area of immigration support case management and 

courses, vocational training, etc.

Multiple data sources and data-gathering processes, such as interviews, focus groups, and informal 
conversations, can help identify what is working  for families.  Once a vision and framework for newcomer 
family engagement are in place, their effectiveness needs to be assessed. The Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction offers the following tool to help schools better understand how they are supporting family-school-

How does your school reach out to and involve families and the community in  children’s learning?

school do the following three things to implement the partnerships effectively:

4. Assess the strength of the partnerships it conducts

Indicate the focus or direction of your partnerships

Identify areas that can be changed

appropriate for every grade level. The items listed were selected because it has been shown that schools in 
which they take place are meeting the challenge to involve families in many different ways. These activities can 

other activities. Be sure to add them under each type of engagement and include them in your school’s 
assessment of its key partnership practices.

Schools to learn from: How 
six high schools graduate English language learners college and career ready. 
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This exercise will help your school team build a common understanding 
of the core components of strong family engagement programs for 

related to each component.  It includes a template to help organize your 
team’s thinking and planning..

 Poster or handout of the three A’s

 Handouts A and B

 Flip chart or whiteboard

 1 hour

 

 

 page 

Distribute handout A and instruct participants as follows: “This handout presents three core components 

schooling in the United States. It describes each component and summarizes the potential impact of well-
designed activities for families in each of these focus areas. The handout also describes effective delivery 
methods for each area of support and, ultimately, who needs to share the responsibility for engaging 
families. Take a few minutes to study the chart and underline areas that you think our school is not currently 
attending to and circle areas that are being addressed in our school, particularly with regard to newcomer 

Research in brief: Engaging and empowering diverse and underserved families in 
schools.
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Distribute handout B and instruct participants as follows: “We will use this template to plan ways our school 
can address engagement of newcomer families in the coming year. Based on the exercise and discussion 
we have just completed and on what you know about research on effective parent engagement programs, 

absolutely must address. They can include aspects we are currently addressing, as well as aspects you think 

Facilitate a group process for coming to consensus on priorities to include in your school’s family 

coming year.
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Remote Format Adaptation

This activity can be conducted in a virtual format on a virtual platform. When implementing 
this activity remotely, the facilitator can provide the poster with the “three A’s” and the two 
handouts to the participants through email or a shared document. Participants can indicate 
their opinions on handout A by highlighting them in different colors. 

After participants come together and share what they indicated on handout A, the 
facilitator can share a document while jotting down the ideas that participants are voicing. 
Participants can describe their ideas on the three A’s. The facilitator can use polling with 
multiple-choice options or true-false items on the three A’s.

Next, the facilitator gives the group a few minutes to work on handout B, then assigns 
participants into breakout rooms to work in small groups on coming up with an effective 
family engagement plan. Once small groups have concluded their discussions, the 
participants can return to the main group to share their plans. 
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The resources below have been selected based on the following criteria: 

 

 

 

. Journal of STEM Teacher Education, 56

English learner family toolkit. U.S. Department 
https://ncela.ed.gov/educator-support/toolkits/

family-toolkit

in U.S. schools and what their children can expect while attending school. Additional chapters will be 
added to the toolkit.

. School Community Journal, 30

This article describes authentic examples of initiatives targeting family engagement of ML families in 
several linguistically diverse districts in the Midwest.

Joyful reading and writing with young children. U.S. 

The resources on this website share practical strategies for teachers to promote joyful reading experiences 
and support language and literacy development for multilingual learners. 


